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Summary 

This report reviews U.S. funding for programs directed toward women in 
Afghanistan and Iraq. Women in these two countries have faced particularly difficult 
conditions under the Taliban and Baathist regimes. Although there have been notable 
improvements since the ouster of these regimes in 2001 and 2003, respectively, 
women still face real challenges in the areas of education, health care, political 
participation, and, in many cases, basic human rights. The national and international 
response to the plight of Afghan and Iraqi women may have an important impact not 
only on the women being directly assisted, but also on their countries as a whole, in 
terms of more widespread access to education, health care, and political and 
economic participation. This report will be updated as events warrant. 
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Background 

The issue of women’s rights in Afghanistan and Iraq has taken on new relevance 
following the U.S. -led military actions in Afghanistan in 2001 , the U.S. -led invasion 
of Iraq in 2003, and subsequent reconstruction efforts in both countries. One of the 
major questions facing the United States in the post-war reconstruction process is the 
extent to which it can help women participate — often for the first time in their lives 
or the recent history of their countries — in political, educational, and economic life 
after years of warfare, gender-based repression, and economic exclusion. Advancing 
the position of women and committing adequate resources to women’s and girls’ 
education have both been linked, on a global level, to the achievement of efficient 
and stable development, particularly in post-conflict regions. 1 

Congressional initiatives focused on women in these countries have covered a 
range of political, economic, and social issues. Particular areas of emphasis include 
the incorporation of women in local and national governance, the inclusion of 
women’s rights in a new constitution, participation by women in the workforce, 
universal access to education, provision of adequate health care, and supplying 
humanitarian assistance to needy families. This report focuses primarily on foreign 
aid appropriated by Congress to United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) and the State Department for humanitarian and reconstruction activities in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, but also touches upon Iraq programs funded through the 
Departments of Health and Human Services, Agriculture, Labor, and Defense. 2 

Afghanistan 

Overall, conditions for women in Afghanistan have vastly improved since the 
fall of the Taliban in 2001, particularly in terms of education and job opportunities. 
Many refugees have returned, millions of Afghan girls now attend school, and it is 
no longer illegal for women to work. A great deal remains to be done, however, in 
improving the basic standard of living and means of livelihood for most Afghan 



1 For further discussion, see CRS Report RL32376, Women in Iraq: Background and Issues 
for U.S. Policy , by Aaron D. Pina. 

2 The State Department July 2002 and 2003 reports, U.S. Support for Afghan Women , 
Children , and Refugees, provide a good summary of the overall funding from the USG. The 
2004 report is expected to be distributed in late June 2004. 
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women. Although women may legally work, for example, many still face serious 
challenges in finding culturally appropriate jobs (in most areas of Afghanistan 
women still find it difficult or impossible to work in open areas where they may 
come into contact with men), within easy commuting distance of home, at tolerable 
hours, with reasonable pay. Furthermore, most Afghan women (and, for that matter, 
most men) have had little or no education and lack employable skills. While women 
have gained substantial ground in political participation, especially since passage of 
the recent constitution guaranteeing them a minimum number of parliamentary seats, 
they nevertheless continue to face conservative attitudes in many rural areas of the 
country, particularly in the south and east. 3 Among the breakthroughs, in 2005 a 
woman was appointed governor of a province (Bamiyan). 4 

Iraq 

In marked contrast to the Taliban’s repressive treatment, which was rooted in 
longstanding rural Afghan customs, Iraq’s policies toward women have historically 
been more liberal. Even compared to other countries in the Middle East, Iraqi 
women fared reasonably well under the provisional 1970 Constitution, which granted 
them equal rights with men, including the rights to go to school, own property, work, 
and hold political office. The condition of women worsened somewhat under the 
regime of Saddam Hussein, however, particularly after the first Gulf War when 
Hussein turned more to Islamic and tribal traditions that held women in inferior 
positions. In addition, the economic conditions brought about by international 
sanctions after the Gulf War are said to have affected women disproportionately. 5 
Conditions appear to be improving for some women living in Iraq’s cities, who are 
regaining greater civil rights and educational opportunities in the wake of the U.S.- 
led invasion of 2003. The political process in particular has opened up; the new 
constitution requires 25% female representation, and women are serving in the 
government as members of the cabinet and the Iraq governing council. There are no 
women governors in the provinces, however. 

Although progress is being made on the political front, in other ways women are 
worse off under increasingly Islamist policies, especially in southern Iraq. Women 
in rural areas continue to face growing difficulties, particularly in places where 
religiously conservative local leaders have gained power. 6 Gender discrimination, 



3 Information is based largely on CRS staff personal experience and interviews in 
Afghanistan with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and women, January 2004, 
February 2005, and August-September 2005. 

4 For more information on the overall situation in Afghanistan, see CRS Report RL30588 
Afghanistan: Post-War Governance, Security, and U.S. Policy , by Kenneth Katzman. 

5 “Background on Women’s Status in Iraq Prior to the Fall of the Saddam Hussein 
Government,” Human Rights Watch Briefing Paper, November 2003, available at 
[http://www.hrw.org/ backgrounder/wrd/iraq-women.htm]. See also P.L. 108-45 for 
Congressional findings on the state of women in Iraq. 

6 “Status of Women in Iraq,” Parts I and II, National Public Radio, July 13-14, 2004, 
available at [http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyld=3375003] and 
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